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Online opportunities for activism in the US do not alleviate
inequalities in political participation
The rising prevalence of social media such as Twitter and Facebook has been hailed by many
for their potential to democratize political participation. Jennifer Oser, Marc Hooghe  and
Sofie Marien investigate whether social media actually enables previously excluded groups to
have a greater voice in politics. They find that in terms of online participation, women are as
likely to be involved as men, and that young people are also highly engaged in opportunities
for political participation.  They also find, however, that while there is a distinct group of online
political activists, the education and income stratification of that group is just as strong as for
any other form of participation.
From Facebook environmental campaigns in the U.S. to “twitter revolutions” in the Middle
East, we hear daily news about the democratizing potential of  online opportunit ies f or
polit ical participation. Among scholars in this f ield of  study, some have expressed hope f or
increased equality in the kinds of  people who will be mobilized to participate online. This
“mobilization” argument proposes that new opportunit ies f or online polit ical engagement
may recruit new people, or more diverse kinds of  people, to be involved in democratic
engagement.
An opposing “reinf orcement” argument has also been proposed, however, which states that
online participation opportunit ies mainly of f er additional ways f or active people to voice
their opinions, thereby reinf orcing inequalit ies that have been f ound again and again in
research on this topic – namely that the socio-demographic prof ile of  a person who is most
likely to participate in polit ics is an older man who is highly educated and has a high income.
While some have high hopes f or the
democratic potential of  Facebook and other
new media, other authors assume it will not
change anything f undamental about polit ical stratif ication and inequality.
We tested these “mobilization” versus “reinf orcement” arguments by analyzing whether types of  polit ical
participants could be identif ied who specialize more in one type of  participation (e.g. online) than another
(e.g. of f line). To do so, we used a novel statistical technique f or this f ield of  study (latent class analysis) to
examine whether online or of f line “participant types” can be identif ied in data f rom the U.S. in 2008.
Two main questions must be asked to determine whether the mobilization or reinf orcement argument wins
the day. First, is there a distinctive type of  “online polit ical participants”, meaning a group of  people who are
highly engaged in online polit ical acts but less involved in other activit ies? Second, we ask if  the background
characteristics of  online activists dif f er in important ways f rom other types of  participants.
Bef ore turning to the results of  the latent class analysis, Figure 1 shows the f requency of  various online
and of f line participation acts in the U.S. in 2008, beginning with the most common acts at the top. This
f igure shows that even though online polit ical activit ies are less common than of f line activit ies overall,
online acts have become common enough that they must be taken into account in the study of  polit ical
participation.
Figure 1 – Online and Offline Participation Acts in the U.S. in 2008 
Source: Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2008. N=2,551. Respondents answered
“yes” or “no” as to whether they performed each act during the previous twelve months.
The results of  the latent class analysis allow us to dif f erentiate f our distinct groups of  polit ical participants
(Figure 2).  A group of  “online specialists” (in red) who are particularly engaged in online opportunit ies of
participation make up about 8 percent of  the U.S. population in 2008. So there is indeed a group of  cit izens
that is highly active online – but it has to be noted that this group is not as large as is sometimes assumed.
We identif ied two additional groups of  engaged cit izens: an “of f line specialist” group (in blue), that includes
about 9 percent of  the population and is particularly engaged in of f line activit ies, and a “contact specialist”
group (in green) that makes up 10 percent of  the population and is active in contacting activit ies both online
and of f line.
Figure 2- Four Groups of Participators
The rest of  the population belongs to the “disengaged group” (in black), which is unlikely to be involved in
any polit ical activity, regardless of  whether it takes place online or of f line. As scholars argue about the
nuances of  whether online participation is recruit ing new people or new kinds of  people, it is sobering to
recognize that 73 percent of  the U.S. population in 2008 belonged to this disengaged group. Figure 2 also
shows that the group of  people that specializes in online activit ies is not totally disengaged f rom tradit ional
of f line polit ics. We did not identif y a group of  cit izens who are completely disengaged f rom tradit ional
of f line polit ics but are compensating f or this by being active online.  Rather, we f ound that a group of
people (“online specialists”) was highly active in online activit ies but also engaged in some of f line activit ies.
In comparison to previous studies, f or those who care about participatory equality these f indings give
some reason f or optimism: instead of  the tradit ional f indings that older men are most likely to be polit ically
active, in an era of  online participatory opportunit ies we f ound women to be as active as men, and that
younger people are highly engaged in online opportunit ies f or participation. Yet, an important reason f or
concern remains regarding participatory inequality: online polit ical opportunit ies do nothing to change the
f act that those with higher education and higher income are much more likely to be polit ically active than
those who are less socio-economically advantaged.
Since we know that those who are socio-economically advantaged have a strong inf luence in a variety of
policy outcomes, the reinf orcement of  education and income inequalit ies f or online polit ical participants
certainly limits the democratizing potential of  online participation f or changing entrenched inequalit ies in
American democracy.
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